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	1. PART I Spark: Flickering

**PART I: Spark**

**Chapter 1: Flickering**

* * *

><p><strong>((Author's note: I don't own Fire Emblem: Awakening, which is probably for the best. If I did, the game we got would have been a whole lot weirder.<strong>

**Thank you to StarryNox and WhenTheMoonMetTheSun for the constant support and beta reading this story; I wouldn't have been able to push the prose to the next level without you. Thank you as well to UltraRed for inspiration and character names. Last but not least, thank you to Ticcy on tumblr for the incredible ideas of Robin's mom and the endless inspiration via art.**

**And thank you to the readers for doing their thing, and for reading!))**

* * *

><p>Their blood was fire, burning bright through their skin and fighting against the chilled, oppressive shadow of the chamber. Darkness tried to swallow them up, only held at bay by the glow from their flesh. The light pulsing off their skin was aided by a pale blue glimmer racing along the sword held by the man in front of her and the purple crackle of energy rising off her hands. The shine pushed against the stale air of the tomb-like room they found themselves in.<p>

The atmosphere promised death within seconds. And without a doubt, that death would be their own if they didn't move swift and sure. The figure in front of them, staring them down was gaunt as a specter. The spells curling out of his fingers and rising off his shoulders in a heat haze were lanced with a sickening purple color that turned her stomach the more she looked at it.

Strike. Sword swing, spell blaze. They all blurred and burned together in a flurry of combat. The swordsman was a blur of white and silver, his cape billowing out behind him, twisting and snapping in the heavy air.

Her own motions were weak, little more than echoes compared to the main fight. It was like the fire on her skin left the rest of her a burned out husk. Her eyes could barely track everything, and even the cape melted into a pale shade.

For a few heartbeats, she swore she saw something else twisting out of the swordsman's back. Something silvery and bright. But she couldn't keep her focus on that. Not with the sorcerer still drawing breath.

The swordsman moved like lightning, rolling underneath the sorcerer's spells, refusing to stay down when one managed to strike him. The same couldn't be said for her. Now her movements were turning sluggish, even though her thoughts raced.

She should have been an easy target, but the swordsman stayed between her and the sorcerer. He was set on looking out for her, keeping that glimmering sword between her and the mage. The white shapes arched out of his back, and her eyes watered from how bright they were; like a gleaming shield against the violet bolts of spell fire.

_'Chrom.'_

His name hummed in her head, in her heart, with a strange certainty. It thrummed through her like power, in time to the energy coursing through her blood. The light didn't feel like it was burning through her anymore, but giving her strength. Just enough to lift her hands, and shift her fingers. The tired weight faded from them. Just for a heartbeat, but enough to weave one spell.

She snapped all of her power into a bolt of crackling magic. Chrom struck at the same time, sword and spell both piercing their enemy. Chrom leapt away before the sorcerer could summon up a counter spell and moved in front of her to guard her against another attack.

It never came. The sorcerer collapsed to the floor stones, his spells turning traitor as they washed up his skin and devoured his flesh with a hiss of flame.

Chrom turned to smile at her, and she felt her own lips quirking up to match it. They'd done it. Somehow, they'd done it-

"This isn't over-" A snarl worked its way out of the sorcerer's body. Impossibly, he stood up. He was little more than a charred wreck, and yet he still stood. His eyes burned, bright as the flames clinging to his form, glaring at her and Chrom.

"DAMN

YOU

BOTH!"

The words punctured the air, hate-filled and yanking the last ounce of power out of the sorcerer's flesh to direct it at Chrom. He turned, slowly. Too slowly, his motions strangely heavy in her eyes.

Her hands snapped out and grabbed him hard by the shoulder. The violet and blue light surrounding them mingled for one heartbeat, before she flung him to the side. The spell blazed past Chrom, burning white hot and close enough to scorch a few stray strands on his cloak. But that was all of him that it touched.

Instead it slammed straight into her, with a sharp blast that tore all along her body and inside her ears. The world turned red. She fell through a haze of pain and smacked hard against the tile. Whatever air the spell didn't shock out of her lungs was torn out by the impact. She couldn't move, couldn't even twitch from how much it hurt.

"Alright-?" A voice pierced through the haze.

"You alright?" It asked again, and she felt a hand weave around her back, lifting her up. It dulled the agony racing through her, her eyes tried to focus on the pale blue aura, tied to the grip and trying to wash over her and mingle with the purple on her hands and arms. The red in her vision stained into both, and the light began to fade underneath the haze.

"That's the end of him." The voice continued, and she picked out Chrom's face above hers. She felt herself trying to smile again in response to him... but something in the spell still burned, and it hurt to move anything. Chrom kept speaking, but there was something wrong with her ears. They still rang, even though the energy of the spell should have dissipated.

Something-

More red jabbed into the corners of her vision in painful jolts. It drowned the last glimmer of light from their skin. Her head pounded in time to each bolt of red, and her breath rasped loud in her ears. She fought for control, some tiny bit of calm as she inhaled. It did nothing to banish the shaking in her limbs, the pain blossoming fresh along her arms and head.

Something was wrong.

Chrom picked up on it too. His smile vanished. He leaned in closer to look at her, concern creasing at the corners of his eyes.

"Hang-"

It was all she picked out, before something else cut into her ears. A wet slicing noise followed by an impact jolting up her arm. Chrom flinched in the same instant.

He staggered away, a glowing, jagged fragment of lightning lodged in his side. Her eyes, the one thing she could still control as red tinged as they were, flickered down. Spell fire crackled along her hand, the same yellow-orange color as the magic blade jutting out of Chrom's side.

Chrom whispered something to her. Something pleading, telling her to escape. His face clouded over in pain, and his life started to flicker out.

Because of _her._

Despair broke through the last of her control as he hit the ground. A mocking laughter rang through the room when she tried to scream out the grief in her throat. Instead of crying, a dry rasping laugh joined the voice.

A flicker caught her eye. Chrom's body lay across the stone, something pale and broken framing him, and his white cape covering the puncture in his side. A point in it slowly turned red, but something else drew her eye.

She stared at a fragment of something bright rushing along his cape. It shimmered from heat and traced along his back, spreading out from a point on his shoulder. Flickering, growing, _burning._

Fire. It wreathed his body, shining and brilliant as the heavens themselves. For an instant she saw his sides draw in a shuddering breath, but before she could look closer, a new color stained her vision. Purple flames, the same as the sorcerer's spell, laced around her hand. The fire was an antithesis to what wrapped around Chrom, dark and trying to eat the light.

The fire swept over her and pushed fresh sparks into her blood. Her body felt too small to contain the snap of fire blazing up inside her. Flames consumed them both, burning away everything that surrounded them. She fell into the blaze and knew nothing else... save for six words, echoing beyond all of that.

_'One last throw of the dice.'_

-o-o-o-

The workshop was in tatters, a match to the village outside. Screams and sounds of burning wood felt oddly muffled through the thick walls, like the room was trying to keep what was left of the magic inside from escaping.

Only one light pierced the gloom, a shaft of sunlight that spilled through a rent in the drapes surrounding the windows.

A woman's body sprawled across the center of the light, a slash of red streaked metal resting close by. The age lines on her face went tight from pain, and she grit her teeth against it. It had been years since she'd felt the bite of steel, or fought against the way it shredded concentration. Exhaling and inhaling had turned ragged and wet. She tried to focus and breathe around the new hole punched into her side. She found it more and more difficult, and standing up was impossible.

She'd already tried once and collapsed from the strain. With a grunt she rolled onto her side and stared up at the roof timbers. The wooden beams were burned black from a stray blast of fire, and her fingers still ached from launching the spell. Directly under the scorch marks was a pile of ash. All that was left of the one who put the knife in her side.

The sorceress held a hand to her wound. She tried to grip with fingers going cold, pulling herself along the wooden floorboards. The boards scrapped against her side, a fresh coating of dark red soaking into the heavy wood. Numbly, the woman wondered if this much blood would pose a problem to the people setting up shop underneath her.

Screams and the ring of steel seeped up from underneath her. Her body shivered from the crash of furniture below. A reminder that the entire town had other things to worry about.

No time left. Not for Southtown, and not for her.

"N-not yet..." she rasped out.

Her work desk was smashed to bits. All the instruments dashed to the ground, the ceremonial silk cloth pooling on the floor. A red smear decorated the cloth and wood both, showing where she'd been thrown and gutted.

One thing was still intact, shielded by the bit of magic she'd been working before getting blindsided by the attacker. Her bloody fingers closed around a bowl. Half of its precious liquid spilled onto the floor, the water mixing with blood and dust. But enough magic remained stuck to the surface and remaining water. Inside the groove of the bowl the scrying spell continued as best as it could. It fought to reach out beyond the confines of the room, to reflect something else.

The liquid rippled, casting a soft glow that burned away her agonized reflection and replaced it with something else.

The water revealed a figure laying in a field, her arms spread out in the grass and almost lost in the folds of a thick traveler's coat. The figure in the vision was far removed from the chaos and violence clutching the town.

The sorceress had one heartbeat to feel relief. The next her breath seized up in her throat. The vision flickered out, then back, like shadows of cloud across the sky. The robed woman wasn't alone; a second presence stood above her, wreathed in shadow and in defiance of the sun. Through her skin, the scryer sensed something about the figure. Something oily, something that set flesh crawling when her eyes could pick out nothing.

_'It can't be-'_

Years of separation from shadowed halls and crypt-like cathedrals hadn't dulled the scryer's memory. She knew that sensation, and it felt like her stomach was trying to leach out of the hole in her side.

"Gri-" her throat choked around saying the whole name, gone dry from fear and tight from pain. And she could do _nothing_ about it; just helplessly stare down at the vision.

The figure on the ground gave a feeble stir, like she was fighting back against the other. The shadowed figure knelt and clapped hands around the girl's face, trying to force her to accept _something._ But then the shadow's head snapped up at something just beyond the vision. The shadow froze, coiled itself up, and then melted away, turning to smoke that dissipated into the air.

"Safe?" The sorceress croaked out, still staring at the vision. What had caused the other to vanish? The little bit of fight left in the field bound one, or-?

The pool blurred out, the spell losing some of its power. Pain wracked her body and bit into her focus. Her ragged breathing told her that she hadn't much more time.

"Not yet-!" she hissed again and dipped her fingers into the waters. The blood running from them carried some of her life, acting as a catalyst and renewing the spell.

The vision reformed, and a different collection of figures joined the scene. The field had lost the miasma cloaking it, replaced with warm sunlight the newcomers could have brought with them. A young man stood above the woman in the field now, along with a girl in a gold dress. Another stood aside, his shoulders tense. She forced herself to take a second look at the first man, picking out more details.

A ragged white cape draped around the stranger's shoulders. Despite the wear on its edges, it looked like it was made of fine material. The same as the armor on one shoulder. The other-

Her breath sucked in when she saw the brand on his shoulder, so similar to the one on the robed woman's hand, clearly built into the flesh. It formed a shape like a tear or a flame with a faint blue tinge. A symbol she knew well, though she had been taught to hate it instead of revere it. She had no room for either emotion now, however.

"Well... then." She breathed out, and the vision guttered like a dying candle flame. At the same time her breathing grew fainter, and her head went oddly foggy. She'd lost enough blood; it was amazing the spell had lasted the span it did, with how her life was slipping out.

Soon enough she was sure the bandits would pound their way up the stairs, to finish off what the knife had begun.

Something roared outside that wasn't flame. The screams took on a different sound as the sorceress snapped her head up. The sound rumbled through building and bones equally, an animal cry seeped in fury.

_'Portents. So many portents.'  
><em>

She couldn't move anymore. The best she could do was slump against the wall and catch one last glimpse into the scrying bowl. The cloaked woman took the man's hand, finding her feet. They both spoke, each one blinking in surprise over what the other was saying.

No words. Not with the spell faltering. But she could imagine some form of very unusual introductions going on.

"...Prince of Ylisse. I wouldn't have expected that." She murmured. The vision faded in and out, each pulse turning back to a bowl of messy, blood-tinged water. "But I pray…that you might be able to help her."

One last breath to draw.

"Whichever god listens, let him live up to his bloodline and legacy. Be a savior and... Save my daughter as well." Her hands fell away from the dagger wound, and she slumped, lifeless, to the floor. The scrying spell died out in the same instant, leaving the room shrouded back into shadow as flames began to spread outside.


	2. Diverge From History

**Chapter 2: Diverge From History**

Warm sunlight on their backs made for good time. A cool breeze with a hint of not-to-distant fall weather made the summer sun that little bit easier to march under.

Chrom was tempted to lengthen his strides and let himself move on ahead to fully enjoy their time under the sun. What stopped him was that he wasn't traveling alone. His sister would never let him hear the end of leaving her behind on her first patrol. While Frederick would be fine alone and easily catch up to him if he mounted up, there was one other person to worry about now.

This was proving to be anything BUT a routine patrol. Chrom wasn't sure if he was happy about that or if he should be apprehensive. His brain then happily reminded him that the knight marching behind him was paranoid and cautious enough for both of them. Frederick the Wary indeed.

However, the woman beside him didn't register as a threat. With how she wobbled along, it looked like she was still trying to remember how to walk. Even Lissa was managing better than she was.

_'Robin.'_ He tried the name out again. "Are you holding up alright?"

"Well enough. I've got my stamina, even if I don't remember why I was on the road."

Chrom nodded, giving her another glance over.

"It looks like you were packed for some travel, at least. By the way...I was wondering about that sword at your side. Do you know how to use it?" He nodded to the blade hanging on her belt.

In answer, Robin drew the sword free and gave it an experimental toss. Her hand caught it easily, rebalancing the blade so it was ready to cut.

"Apparently I do. But... are you going to be true to your word that I can go free at the village?" Caution edged into her voice, and a small laugh tickled its way out of Chrom's throat.

"Of course! It isn't unheard of for people to have skill with a blade and be wandering the countryside." He assured her. "Particularly since-"

He stopped short as an odd taste in the air scratched at the back of his throat.

Lissa's steps faltered beside him, and a strangled noise made it out of her throat. She found her breath just long enough to squeak out, "Chrom! Look at the town!"

He yanked his head up to see dark clouds blanketing the sky.

_'Wait.'_ Those weren't clouds. Thick, black smoke boiled up off of the roofs of a town just visible through the trees. The smoke's undersides glowed red and orange from a blaze underneath.

He was off and running towards it before he could think. Behind him, Frederick shouted something about Robin.

"Unless she's on fire too, it can wait!" He didn't even bother to look over his shoulder as he shouted. His eyes stayed fixed on the town, wondering at how fast the flames had spread over it. These were effective brigands they were dealing with to have the town sacked so thoroughly.

Chrom drew his own sword as he dashed into the entrance of the town. A sigh of steel against scabbard countered the pounding of his feet. The flames from the village glinted along the steel, shimmered over the gold cross section and guard.

No one charged out to greet him with steel. The streets stayed empty, apart from choking smoke and flames licking at the buildings.

"Milord, hold a moment."

Frederick's voice drifted in from behind him, along with the clatter of hooves on stone. A second later Chrom heard something hit the ground on shaky feet.

"Thanks for the lift, Frederick," said Lissa. "Wait... where's the brigands? Did you cut through them already?"

"There's no rear guard." Frederick answered, pushing his horse forward. The mare gave a nervous whicker, restlessly stirring on her hooves. "They must be pressing into the town center and quickly." Chrom just gave a nod, and prowled forward as his eyes scanned for any sign of brigands.

He nearly jumped out of his skin when someone shouted out, "WAIT!"

Chrom whirled around with his sword raised up and ready to strike-

Only to find himself looking at Robin. She panted and coughed for breath as she dashed up. Sweat beaded on her forehead, but she held herself up as she glanced around.

"W-wait. I can help too. I know my way around a fight, if you'll have me." Frederick scowled at that, prompting a few more words out of Robin. "Standing aside as a town burns doesn't sit well with me."

"If we stay here much longer, there won't be a town to save." Chrom stemmed the argument before it could start and turned back to the town. "Come on, we need to hurry."

The air turned a thick ruddy orange, swallowing them up as they picked their way through the streets. Chrom barely made out the space beyond Falchion. The smoke overhead shrouded the summer sun. But instead of providing shade, it still felt like they were in a sauna. Chrom blinked as rivulets of sweat ran over his face, trying to pick out anything through the smoke. Anything other than the specter of a town they'd found themselves in.

"This isn't right..." Frederick murmured behind him, tension seeping into the knight's voice. "There should be something other than fire crackle. Shouts, screams... not all this silence."

The streets widened as they stepped into the town square. The cloth roofs of the stalls all crackled from flames chewing into the wood. And still they waited for an attack that had yet to materialize.

"Where are the brigands?" Chrom murmured, right as his foot bumped against something.

It was something heavy, and it dragged against the stone with a wet noise. Chrom picked out a blackened shape wrapped around a glimmering sickle of metal. He blinked, and the shape resolved itself into a hand clutching an axe. The cloth and flesh were all blackened from flame. It took Chrom a full second to realize the limb wasn't attached to anything else.

"Gods-" he hissed out, throwing out an arm to try and spare Lissa the sight. He acted too late, going by the choking noise she made. Frederick edged his horse closer, and stared down at the limb with a hard, measuring gaze.

"Good steel in that hand. We're dealing with well-equipped brigands... though it seems they are hard pressed to use it well."

The air stirred, drawing away some of the smoke and further revealing the grisly scene.

Broken bodies littered the square. Twisted things that had the life torn and burned out of them. At the sight, Frederick pushed forward and forced Chrom to step aside.

"Keep behind me. ALL of you." He cautioned as Chrom tried to move with him. "From here, I will be taking point."

The sharp edge in his voice stopped Chrom short, and Robin bumped into his shoulder before she froze. That voice and hard look in Frederick's eye killed any protests Chrom had about being looked after.

Frederick's eyes constantly swept the square, as the knight brought his spear up, ready to plunge into anything the moved in front of him. The bodies didn't offer him any threat, however. One lay sprawled across the cobblestones, flames still darting about burned flesh.

Chrom let his eyes sweep over and past it, while Lissa gasped over the corpse and then gagged from the smell. He found himself looking at two more corpses spattered with blood, their robes betraying their identity as spell casters and their spell tomes blackened and singed at the edges.

"The... the direction is all wrong." Robin murmured at his side. "The way they're facing, it looks like they were running AWAY from the town before they were cut down."

Another body lay against a ruined merchant stall, torn open from shoulder to hip by something wickedly sharp. One more had been thrown up against the bridge, his armor torn asunder and a gaping hole where his neck used to be.

"Milord." Frederick's horse sidled as the mare picked up on his tension. "These wounds don't look like they were caused by a blade; the edges are ragged-"

"Frederick, do you have to be so descriptive?" Lissa's eyes fixed on the ground, and she her gripped at her staff like it was a lifeline.

"We need to know what we're up against, milady."

"...He's right. This doesn't look like violence a militia could create. Something tore through these men." Robin added.

"We won't have to worry about an ambush if their forces are like this." Chrom tried to move a little out of Frederick's shadow as he spoke. "I think I can see something ahead..."

A flicker of movement that wasn't smoke, shadow, or flame caught his eye. He broke into a run, darting past Frederick before the knight could stop him. A dark blur shadowed Chrom, Robin running right alongside him. She easily matched his step, while Chrom put all his focus on what was ahead.

_'We need to know what did this.'_ They dashed between the fallen brigands, and a leap carried them up and onto the bridge. The water steamed underneath them, and their feet scrambled across ash and scorch marks coating the bridge. Ahead of them loomed a cathedral, its spires jutting up into the blackened haze. The stones were blasted black, and Chrom swore there were gouges somehow cut into the stone.

_'What could do that?'_

"Milord, on your guard!" Frederick shouted a warning, just as Chrom and Robin stopped short. One more form showed through the fire haze. This one still stood, bedecked in plunder and armor and holding an axe up against the sky as he screamed curses.

"AWAY! Stay away, damn you!" The bandit screamed out around a smoke scrapped throat.

Chrom readied himself for an attack, until he realized the bandit had his back to them. The brigand flung his screams and curses up at the air, eyes focused on the cathedral spires.

The smoke wreathing the cathedral swirled as something large stalked through it and hung on the roof. A low rumble of a growl tore at the air, followed by a hiss. The bandit's grip on the axe went bone white.

A roar like thunder barreled down from the roof, and the haze parted in a gout of flame. Fire shot down like a falling star and slammed into the bandit with a vicious cracking sound of breaking bone. His voice went shrill.

Something in silhouette crouched in the heart of the flames as they washed over the broken, screaming form of the bandit. Blue and silver wings on either side of the creature beat at the blaze, stirring it up. A long serpentine neck lashed out, sharp fangs closing around the bandit's neck. With a wet tearing noise and a crackle of burning flesh, his life flickered out.

Leaving them with the dying flames and the thing crouched in them.

"Wh-what- that's not real, right? It can't be a-" Lissa gasped out from behind Chrom.

His own eyes couldn't make up their mind, whether they wanted to stare or look away. The monster was easily as big as Frederick's horse, and the fires washing over it did nothing to make it pause; it was a creature of flame, wonder... and nightmare.

"Dragon..." Chrom whispered out. The heat of the fire vanished off his skin and a chill ran down his spine. His hands shook as they gripped at Falchion.

The dragon gave a low hiss, thrashing its head around and turning its gaze on them. The thing's eyes blazed a bright burning blue, glaring at Chrom while it sunk into a crouch and sized up its new prey.

The inferno cast an orange stain across the dragon's scales. They gleamed silver and streaked with blue on the edges, save for the bloody slash marks along its sides. A few of them looked festering, the natural armor twisted out of shape. As the dragon fanned its wings again and stretched its neck out to roar a challenge, Chrom caught sight of a large punctured rent in its side.

"GET OFF THE BRIDGE!" Robin's voice snapped out as the dragon coiled and sprang up into the air. "We're easy targets like this! We need to get out of the line of fire NOW!"

The dragon plunged towards them, its neck stretched out as flames lit up the back of its throat. Chrom glimpsed Lissa throwing herself to the side, followed by a splashing noise as she hit the water.

"Run, I mean it!"

Robin charged towards him, hand stretched out and trying to pull him out of the way. He felt the air begin to heat around them. A rumbling sound built up overhead, a heavy draw of breath before the flames.

Frederick's horse thundered past him. An armored hand snatched onto Chrom's shoulder and roughly hauled him along the bridge. Chrom's free arm acted by reflex and wrapped around Robin to pull her along with the motion. His side bashed against the bridge arch, but Chrom grit his teeth around the pain and held on.

Behind them, fire slammed into the bridge as the dragon attacked a second too late. Frederick wheeled around on his horse, and Chrom dropped out of his grip. He already had Falchion back up as he hit the ground, and Robin managed to stumble back into a fighting stance as well.. The knight kept his eyes on the sky, watching the dragon churn through the air and twist around from the first strafing run.

Splashing and sputtering, and a yelp of "hot!" down in the river told him that Lissa had gotten out of the way. And that she still knew how to swim.

_'You damn fool, keep your mind in the fight!'_ His thoughts screamed. He brought Falchion back up. But no matter how he squeezed his hands around the grip, his arms still shook. He'd never fought a dragon; never laid eyes on a flesh and blood one.

_'The stories didn't exaggerate.'_

Frederick kept his spear up, even if he had as much chance of reaching the dragon as he did flying to the cathedral roof. His mare snorted stamped her feet against the charred streets, but followed Frederick's orders as he placed her between the Shepherds and the dragon.

"The wings. We have to strike the wings." Robin's voice came out in a shudder while her eyes stayed fixed on the wheeling dragon. A strange spark settled in behind them as she watched, and Chrom swore he could hear something whirring inside her brain. "Frederick, if it gets in range, can you hit it and force it to the ground?"

"...Aye. If I have an opening."

Robin gave a short nod at that before turning to Chrom.

"Move with me. We'll draw the fire." She dashed ahead to the center of the cathedral yard, waving a hand to catch the dragon's eye. With a jolt, Chrom realized that she didn't have her sword drawn.

"What are you doing!? How are you going to fight it-?" He almost tripped over the remains of the bandit leader as he followed her. His side ached from the sudden jolt, and he fought to get his balance back.

The dragon swooped down on them, and he picked out something else in Robin's grip. She clutched a book tight to her chest, and lightning crackled around her fingertips.

"Get ready... Now!" she shouted. A bolt snapped free from her hands and into the sky, striking the dragon in the chest. Its burning blue eyes went wide at the impact, a shock lancing through the dragon. With a shriek, it tumbled out of the sky. The blue-tinged wings snapped out as it fought to recover just a spear's width from the ground.

Frederick charged by Chrom and Robin, spear at the ready, and plunged it in the dragon's shoulder before leaping away. The wing collapsed and folded to the dragon's side, and it crashed to the ground. The cobblestones cracked and broke like rotten ice as it skidded along them.

Chrom expected it to rush after Frederick... but instead its eyes stayed fixed on Chrom and Robin. They burned with malice, and the lips lifted away to show every last fang in the creature's maw. Robin froze for an instant under the gaze.

He should have run, just then. Instead Chrom clapped a hand on Robin's shoulder, snapping her out of her daze. The dragon's throat gave a baleful glow, and the jaws opened wide. Fire launched itself out of the dragon's jaws, straight at them.

"Back off!" Robin shouted and threw out her hand to launch another spell bolt.

Lightning arced out to meet dragon flame in an explosion of smoke and energy. Chrom managed one step forward and crouched next to Robin, braced for the impact.

Everything felt strangely muted in the aftermath of the explosion. Smoke settled around the square, mingling with the oily breath of the fire and blinding the eyes. The world slowed down into a foggy haze, cutting out sound.

The dragon stood above the dust, slowly winding its head up to observe the field. Its claws and scales scrapped against the stone, waiting to lash again if anything stirred.

But nothing rose up from the smoke. It threw its head back to roar out in triumph-

Right as Chrom found his strength. His senses snapped back into place as he tensed and launched himself off the ground. The world lurched back into sharp focus as he leapt free of the smoke and dust.

The dragon moved to face him, but all too slowly. Falchion was like a bolt of light in his hand, and slashed out in a brilliant blaze of silver steel. The sword cut into the dragon's throat and Chrom held his breath as the weapon connected.

The thick scales turned from toughened armor to crumpled fragments under the blade's touch. The sword left behind ribbons of bright red blood in its path, along with a pained shriek.

_'So the tales were true with the sword, too.'_

Chrom found a foothold in the uninjured wing the dragon still had outstretched. He braced against it, launched off it, and plunged sword first into the now open wound in the neck.

The dragon toppled over, neck skewered by the sword. Its entire body convulsed and followed the strike, crashing down like a breaking wave. The tail gave one lash before it fell, and just like that the fight went out of the beast.

Chrom gasped and hunched over the blade, staring down at where the sword bit into flesh and amazed that the blow had struck so true. But the dragon was fallen; he checked the head to make sure it was done.

He found himself looking straight at the creature. Its eyes stretched open, a blue glow still burning in them as the two gazes met. For an instant that blue stare was all Chrom could see. It became his world, and Chrom felt like he was falling into the blaze behind it.

A last dying breath rattled out of the dragon's throat, piercing the blue haze. The fire in the eyes died, and with a gasp Chrom came back to himself. He slumped all the way to the ground, kneeling against the stone street and the dragon's neck. Blood pooling on the ground stained at his knees and bit at the hand he braced against the ground, still hot as it spilled from the fatal neck wound.

"Chrom? Chrom!" His sister's voice reached his ears. "You okay? You're not hurt, are you?"

"Not... not badly." He managed to find his voice, right as his body reminded him of every bruise he'd picked up on the bridge and how his legs were done with running and jumping. Chrom fastened his hands around the blade before his fingers had a chance to complain and pulled Falchion loose.

"T-tell Frederick to search for survivors. The fight is over; we need to figure out what the damage is." He forced himself to turn away from the dragon as he spoke and pushed the dying gaze out of his mind. Lissa stood next to him, looking a little sodden and with pink skin, but no other damage. When he turned his head he saw Robin climbing back to her feet. She must have been knocked there by the spell blast, but was none the worse for wear.

_'Good. We need all the help we can get, if we're going to attend to the aftermath.'_

-o-o-o-

"All that, and only one civilian casualty?" Robin shook her head as she listened to the report. Chrom sat close by, leaning against a half crumbled wall as he wiped the last of the blood from his blade. Lissa stood over one of the wounded with her staff extended, a gentle glow settling over the man's injuries. There was no shortage of those, and they easily outnumbered the one death.

"A-aye." The village elder couldn't seem to believe it himself. His eyebrows and beard were both singed, but that was the extent of the damage. "The bandits were ready to put more to the sword and torch, but that was when the dragon arrived. In a way, we're lucky for the beast. It destroyed whatever the bandits didn't burn, but the invaders were busier fighting it instead of killing us."

Robin glanced over the village again, wondering at the extent of that luck. Only a handful of buildings had escaped the ravages, but the stones of the cathedral still stood despite the scorch marks and claws scoured into them.

_'Amazing we could stand up against something that did that.'_

"Can you rebuild? The crown will gladly send gold to help with the efforts." Frederick spoke up, returning from his own patrol of the wreckage. "I've done my circuit. Swept some of the debris out of the way and tended to the gravel."

"Gravel-?" Robin blinked at him, and Chrom waved her off with a look that said, 'Don't ask. Trust me on this.'

"We should manage." The elder answered. "There's plenty of timber in the surrounding woods, though if you could send a few workers our way in a week, it would be appreciated. The crops were untouched, so we're well provisioned. Perhaps you would like to stay the night?"

Lissa brightened up at that, finishing her healing quick enough to speak.

"Oh! That'd be great; I'd like light meat if you have any, and in the morning we could help clear out more-"

"I thank you for the hospitality, but we need to move out." Chrom cut in, talking over Lissa's outraged squeak.

"CHROM! These people could use a hand you know, and I could use a good meal!"

"We'll provide both in a few days... but the fact is we need to make haste to the capital." Lissa glanced between Chrom, and then at the elder.

"Can't you talk some sense into my brother?" Lissa pleaded with him.

Robin saw the elder rubbing his chin with a worried look.

"My pardons lady Lissa, but your brother speaks the truth... we are dealing with dragons. Tongues will wag plenty over bandits, but dragons..."

"Precisely." Frederick spoke, his eyes narrowed with concern and looking at the blackened stone. "How many years has it been since we've spotted one? I doubt you could find more than a handful of living people to recount the last sighting. And to see one reduced to such a wild state..."

"I'm taking it that's a very bad and rare thing?" Robin asked, looking between the groups. Chrom gave his blade a final swipe to clean it and stood up to sheathe the sword.

"Exactly. It's something that should _never_ happen. We need to report it now, if we're going to protect the people. That's what we do as Shepherds."

"So that's what the title refers to? I thought it was a little odd to tend sheep in full armor..." That prompted a chuckle from Chrom. He breathed a little easier, now that the smoke had dispersed and the air was cleaner.

"We just have a LOT of sheep, in a manner of speaking." He answered, adjusting the buckles on his belt and scabbard, making sure they were in place for a long trek. "Which is all the more reason for us to hurry-"

"Sir? There's something else we'd ask you to attend to before you leave, if you don't mind." Chrom paused, turning to look at the elder. "It's the manner of the deceased, I'm afraid. She was something of an outsider to our village, coming and going."

"Suspicious at all?" Frederick was back to full strength wariness, glancing around as though he expected a new ambush to flood out now that the information had been revealed.

"No, no... Nothing like that. More of a drifter who could never seem to settle. She had gold to pay for a room and gave what aid she could with defenses and training the militia. We have to wonder if that's why she was the one casualty, because they saw her as a threat. But we found this on her body, and cleaned it up. If it pleases you..." The elder pulled a small wrapped bundle from the pockets of his robe.

Robin found herself walking towards the bundle for a closer look along with Chrom. The elder peeled back the layers of cloth as they approached and held up a sheathed dagger for them to inspect.

"Any thoughts?" Chrom asked, looking between the dagger and her. Robin stretched her fingers out, picking the weapon up. It was a light thing in her fingers, better balanced than her own sword. Parting it an inch from the red lacquered scabbard, the steel gleamed. Both edges were razor sharp, while the scabbard was decorated in a gilded vine pattern. At the rim of the sheath, a stamp of metal ran around in a broad ring with a "V" stamped into a metal square.

"Good steel, better quality than the bandits were carrying... and that's saying something." Robin said, tilting her head and watching the gold glimmer in the clearing air. "Ornate, too; it doesn't make a lot of sense for them to be carrying something so fancy when they could sell it off for a good price. It's an anomaly, if nothing else."

"Valm...?" Chrom murmured, earning a blink from Robin. "It just looks like something that might be Valm crafted; they're a continent across the sea. And honestly not our main concern. We've a much more troubling and immediate neighbor in the form of Plegia."

"Sir, I feel you should know that the bandits spoke with a Plegian accent. And as for the dagger... we aren't certain if she used the weapon, or was murdered by it. There was too much blood to tell. She must have died during the attack; we never saw her and only found her after the fighting."

Robin frowned over the weapon as the villager spoke. A stab of pity went through her, wondering over the stranger who died alone. The thought made her own weapons feel a little heavier against her sides.

"But she was a victim of the attack... and her killers have already paid for that crime." Chrom answered, drawing her thoughts back to the present. Robin stepped over to Chrom, holding the dagger out for him to take... but to her surprise, he closed her fingers back around the weapon.

"It never hurts to have an extra weapon on you. Besides, knowing me, I'd be more likely to break the thing than do anything useful with it."

Robin paused over the knife in her hands, before finally conceding that he had a point. The knife joined the spell book strapped to her side. As she finished securing the bindings, she found herself glancing over Chrom's shoulders. Some of the village men had gathered around the elder, and she could pick out snippets of their conversations.

"We've just enough tinder gathered for a funeral pyre for her and the dragon. If we are going through with the ceremony, we'll need to do so now. If you think it is wise, of course."

"She died a warrior's death as far as we know, and while she was here she was a kind enough traveler. We may as well send her off respectfully, since no one else is here to do so-" The speaker cut off when Chrom turned to face the group, as something abruptly dawned on everyone when they looked at him.

They looked for all the world like children who'd just been caught at something. Even the elder.

"If... If it is all right by you, sir?" The elder finally murmured. "I'm sorry, we should have asked, but she DOES deserve a good send off. And the dragon... it should be given proper ceremonies to stave off any more misfortune. With your-"

"It's fine." Chrom sighed, holding up a hand to stall the stammering. Even so, a low murmur still built up in the crowd. "You don't need my permission with how you see to your dead and honor them."

"But your fa-"

"I said it's FINE." Chrom snapped, cutting the man off. Frustration gave extra force to his words, enough to quiet those stirring behind the elder. "I protect people. I don't rule them. The only people I command are my soldiers. That's **all**."

Silence greeted Chrom's words. He gave a long sigh as it stretched out, finally turning on his heel and moving towards Frederick and Lissa. Lissa's eyes were wide with concern as she watched her brother, while Frederick simply dipped his head in acknowledgment of the verdict.

Robin could only stare at them, wondering what had prompted the outburst and the sudden intensity in Chrom. Not that she knew how to ask about it.

There were also more pressing issues to worry about. With her adrenaline dying down, weariness was determined to settle over Robin's shoulders. It made her wonder how far she could travel before the sun set on her.

_'But to where? You don't remember where you were going, or why.'_

"Robin." Chrom stood by Frederick and Lissa, but he looked over his shoulder to her. "You fought well enough, and my instinct says you're no enemy of Ylisse. You're free to go on your way, but..."

He stirred from foot to foot, finally turning to face her all the way. "I was wondering if you'd be interested in joining us instead?"

"Sir, I must object. We still know nothing-"

Chrom held up a hand, stilling Frederick.

"We know she can fight, and she'll help out strangers because it's the right thing to do. And you might have noticed she was handy with tactics against that dragon. We'd be nursing a lot more than bruises without her."

Chrom's features softened as he looked at her, banishing the last of his outburst. Robin paused over the look of respect in his eyes, and his friendly smile.

"I... I wish I had answers for you." Robin answered. "All of you. It feels like I learned tactics from someone, and it comes so easily to me... but I don't know why or how. For that matter, I don't really have any leads. Or much of a plan for what to do next..."

She trailed off, looking them over again. Lissa had gentle hands and a helpful smile. Frederick, wary as he was, showed clear concern for those in trouble. And Chrom... he was watching her hopefully, waiting for an answer.

"If you'd have me, I'd be glad to go with you." Slowly, a smile of her own traced its way across her face as the decision clicked into place.

"One new Shepherd for the ranks!" Lissa shouted out, while Frederick just sighed in acceptance of the new recruit.

Chrom lifted his hand to her, just like in the field. It could have been days ago instead of hours.

Robin gladly took it, fingers curling against his for just a moment.
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**Chapter 3: The Growing Dark**

Their shadows stretched out long against the ground when they set out, with the sun setting off to their left. Once they resupplied (or found the supplies they'd dropped at the town entrance) Chrom and Frederick set a fast pace out of Southtown.

The drive to get back to the capital spurred them into a ground-eating march, one that Robin pushed her feet into a quick rhythm to keep up with. Lissa got caught up in it as well, only venturing a few questions on if Chrom felt ok, if he or Frederick needed more healing, or if they could stop for a snack. After the questions (yes, no, and not now) Lissa subsided. When she started to lag, Chrom didn't even pause to make her exhaustion into a conversation or a question. Instead he lifted her onto the saddle and squared her feet into the stirrups so she could ride.

"Don't get too used to it," he cautioned. "We need to be efficient and make good time. This is the best way."

Lissa gave a huff in answer, but didn't argue with Chrom.

"What about Robin? Is she-?"

"Fine. So long as we don't have to march through the night, I'll make do. It looks like I'm used to long travels." Robin said. Her feet backed up that claim, still stepping sure after so many miles.

"Yeah, well... if you need to ride or something, don't keep it to yourself ok? I can trade out!" Lissa squirmed in the saddle as she spoke, her cheeks going pink over the special treatment.

"I will... if I remember knowing how to ride." Robin tried a cautious smile, and was rewarded with a giggle from Lissa. Frederick simply led the horse and walked on ahead, easing the pace back up.

"I take there's no luck with remembering much else?" Chrom asked as they walked, settling in behind Frederick and Lissa.

"None... I wish I could say that the battle jogged my memory. But when I think back on it, all that's on my mind is how I could have deployed us with greater effect. Nothing else." Robin ran a hand through her hair and rubbed at her forehead, eyes narrowing in frustration. She had to have learned how to fight, how to read the flow of battle from _somewhere._ So why couldn't she remember?

"Hey, you don't have to rush it." Chrom said, before her frustration could take a deeper root. "It'll come back eventually, and you can see how you like traveling with us in the meantime."

In the fading light she could just pick out the smile he was giving her. It was a gentle one, which said things would be all right.

"Thanks? You... you still believe me, that I don't remember?"

"Mm, caution is more Frederick's business. He's good enough at it that I don't feel a particular need to exercise it."

"Gods help us if you ever go out alone without my escort. Milord." Frederick answered up ahead. Chrom just grinned at the back of the knight's head.

"Actually I was..." Chrom dropped his voice to a low murmur. "I was wondering about why you knew my name, but not that I'm a... a Shepherd. Usually the title is what people think of, first."

"I wish I could tell you. But it just came to me, if that makes sense. Like I knew your face and your name-" Oh, that sounded more than a little awkward. Robin trailed off and gave a helpless shrug. "Maybe I'll remember more, later."

"As I said, don't feel any pressure to rush remembering. The situation is fine as it is." Robin blinked at that, wondering over how relaxed Chrom was over her not knowing. He was becoming just as much an enigma as her, with that outlook.

"Milord, the shadows are starting to grow darker, and our light won't last much longer. Much as I wish to keep marching on... we may need to stop." Frederick spoke up from the front. "But if we make camp now and rest, we should be able to reach the capital by noon tomorrow."

Robin swore she saw a pained look cross Chrom's face, like that STILL wasn't fast enough. But then he glanced back over the group, and that pained look gave way to a slow nod.

"You're right. We won't do a lot of good marching ourselves ragged."

"I approve of this call!" Lissa called out from horseback. "Besides it's getting dark and I swear I can hear the gross bugs coming out and- PFAH one ouf fhem fhew into my mouf!"

"Just think of it as extra protein, Lissa." Chrom replied, before easily ducking to the side and avoiding the empty vulnerary bottle she flung at him.

"Milord? Perhaps Lissa, Robin and I can see to setting the camp, while you find something other than, ah... 'gross bugs' to eat."

By the time the sun vanished, they had a roaring campfire going, meat cooking on the side, and Lissa had found a different thing to talk about. Or complain about, Robin reflected as she sank her teeth into the meat.

"...I take it all back. Bugs are better than THIS. I never want to hear the word 'bear' again." Lissa stared morosely at the campfire, and the extra meat roasting against the flames.

"I don't get you at all, Lissa. We barely ever get to have bear," Chrom said around his portion.

"For good reason! ...Ugh, I've had enough. I'm going to sleep, and you can have my share, Frederick." Lissa passed her skewer off to the knight. Robin wondered if Lissa looked briefly vindictive. And if Frederick looked a little stricken as he accepted the food.

Lissa dug a blanket out of the packs, wrapping it around herself as she got ready to lay down on the spot. Robin smiled a little as she watched Lissa, but something twitched in the back of her mind when she thought about sleep. A faint memory tugged at her head, of something haunting her dreams. But she couldn't remember WHAT at the moment. Before any nightmares could fully form, Chrom interrupted her thoughts by clearing his throat.

"Um, Lissa? Before you sleep, I wanted to-" a grumbling sound came from beneath the blanket, but Lissa still turned her head up to look at Chrom. "See about setting watches."

"Watches?" Frederick and Lissa echoed at the same time. They glanced at each other, and then back at Chrom.

"Chrom, what's with you? Something got you spooked?" Lissa propped herself up on her elbow as she asked. Chrom's reply was oddly hushed, and Robin leaned in to better hear.

"...I guess. But between the brigands and the dragon, I'm feeling a little on edge. I'd feel better if one of us was awake, instead of having to sleep with one eye open." He let the remains of his food rest on his knee, and a troubled look darkened his face.

"Well... I guess I could take first watch if you want, Chrom?" Lissa offered, until Robin shook her head.

"No, you get some sleep first, Lissa. I rested plenty in that field, and I'm not in any hurry to go back to sleep. I can take first watch."

Robin turned to Frederick, wondering if he'd object to leaving watch duty to her. But to her surprise he wasn't in a hurry to meet anyone's gaze. A closer look showed Robin that his bear skewer had mysteriously vanished, and the flames appeared to have some manner of extra fuel thrown on them.

Robin gave him a knowing smirk... but said nothing. And Frederick seemed content to leave the matter at that, as he clipped off some (though not all) of his armor and lay back.

"He's used to worse conditions," Chrom remarked as Robin stared at the knight. "Sleeping in armor isn't the most challenging thing he's asked to do."

Chrom dropped his voice down to a conspiring whisper. "But... I'll be happy to get him back to Ylisstol where he can at least relax enough to sleep normally. Just don't tell him I said that."

"The secret is safe with me," Robin answered, as Chrom finished his own portion of dinner and started to make himself comfortable. Before he lay down, he gave her a soft "thanks," and Robin wasn't altogether sure which exact thing she was being thanked for.

From there, it was just Robin and the fire. Occasionally she fed it more wood to help it burn, warming her hands by the flames and watching the cinders rise up into the night sky to mingle with the stars. The pop and crackle from the logs joined with insect chirps, making for a relaxing night.

A calm evening, until a new sound cut in. It was a restless, shifting noise as someone tossed and turned. Robin blinked away from the fire, wondering who. A quick scan showed no intruders, so instead she looked to the others. Lissa and Frederick slept easily, which left-

"Chrom?" She whispered out as her gaze fell on him. He'd half thrown his blanket off, showing his face scrunched up. His eyes were shut tight, and he was a slave to whatever played out behind them. In the firelight Robin picked out sweat beading his brow and mussing his hair. He gave another lurch, and his feet kicked out.

The blanket fell down a little more, giving him more material to tangle himself up in. He twisted around and mumbled half spoken words. A desperate, almost scared edge snuck into to his voice as he whispered and whimpered something.

That almost-cry in his voice was what decided Robin. She left her spot by the fire and crept over to him. Chrom somehow heard her footsteps over his own muttering, and his thrashing grew worse. Robin paused for just a moment, until he gave a pained gasping noise. That sound spurred her hands out, and Robin rested her palms on his shoulders, getting a grip between his jolts.

"Chrom," he stilled for a moment from the contact, and her voice. In the pause, her fingers drifted over the odd mark on his shoulder. She glanced at it for a moment, wondering-

The moment only lasted until Chrom took another shuddering breath. He fought under her grip, squirming and writhing and trying to escape something in his sleep. His eyebrows furrowed, and he gave a strained "no," just audible in the back of his throat. Robin grit her teeth, and gave him a harder shake as she leaned down to shout into his ear "CHROM!"

THAT got him up. Bolting straight upright in fact. Directly into her face.

His nose bashed into hers, and stars exploded in her vision. Robin jolted back, clapping her hands over her face and gave a muffled shout followed by a string of oaths. Though with her hands in the way it came out sounding more like "MHHRGLGHRRMTFHK!"

The same impact slammed Chrom back into the ground with a garbled curse of his own. Through the tears streaming out of her eyes, Robin saw him clutching at his face. It took him a few dazed blinks before his eyes and brain cleared up enough to focus on something outside of his swollen nose.

"R-robin?" He managed through his hands, as he stared up at her. "What...?"

"Nightmare." Robin's voice came out clipped. She forced herself to take a deep breath, and speak a little more evenly; what happened wasn't exactly his fault. "You were having a nightmare, and I tried to wake you up... with my face."

_'If I'm going to blame him, I might as well start in on myself too for leaning too close. Should've known better.'_ At least he was awake... though with how much her own face hurt, she had to wonder if he was better off with the nightmare.

"...Oh." Chrom managed. "That explains why my nose feels like a pomegranate."

Robin took her hands away from her face and looked at them. She hissed when she saw blood on the palms and fingers, and it looked like Chrom wasn't in any better shape.

"Sorry, Robin. I didn't- wait, hang on just a second." He lurched up, still keeping a hand clamped over his face and making his words muffled. Chrom staggered over to the bags and dug around for something, finally coming up with a bottle. The vulnerary inside sloshed around against the glass sides.

"...Are you sure?" Robin stopped herself from rushing up and emptying the bottle across her face, much as she wanted to. Worry and planning interrupted the desperate desire to have her nose stop throbbing. "Don't you think we might need that later?"

"We've got spares in the bag. Besides, my nose hurts NOW and you look as bad as I feel."

"Thanks." Robin said dryly. Still, she didn't need any further coaxing to walk over to Chrom, and held her hands out.

"No, let me," he stalled her, fishing a square of fabric out from the bag and dumping some of the healing potion onto it. She let her hands fall away as Chrom brought the cloth up and dabbed at her face. For an instant her cheeks went hot, and Robin was desperately glad the potion was doing its work with healing. It felt like there was A LOT of blood rushing to her face, and she didn't want it all to go leaking out through her nose.

Still, it would be nice to have something to focus on other than those hands right up against her face. Her body told her that it was clearly not used to that type of close contact. Least of all from someone she'd just met. Her eyes darted every which way, before noticing there was blood on him as well.

"Chrom, do you have a spare cloth? As long as we're being honest with each other, your face also looks like a complete mess." That got an almost-chuckle out of him as he ducked his head, and his free hand grabbed one more cloth.

"Here. Let me." Robin took it up and made an improvised, vulnerary soaked bandage of her own. She held it up to his face, also wiping his nose clean before going to staunch the bleeding. With that done, her eyes darted around the campsite and saw no one else had stirred. "I'm not sure to be grateful that you've chosen deep sleepers, or concerned. Even the horse hasn't done anything."

"To be fair, I'm pretty sure that hurt a lot more than any sounds we made." Robin almost snorted at that, before remembering she was trying to get her nose healed up. Chrom took his hand away from her face, and Robin tilted it up to the night, trying desperately get some cool air across her overheated face. But just like that, Chrom's hand tugged her chin back down as he gave a chastising noise. "Let me get a good look at you... ok, good. You're looking better. You shouldn't even have a black eye in a few more minutes."

He took his hands away, and they took up the job of holding the cloth to his face. Robin noticed for a moment that his cheeks also looked oddly flushed.

Maybe busted noses just did that to people, and left them looking like overripe tomatoes. After a few deep breaths, Chrom took the cloth away, showing that his face was mostly clean.

"Well, that's one crisis out of the way." He said in relief. Robin gave a nod and turned back to the campfire to sit. The grass rustled and crunched underfoot, as Chrom moved past her. But instead of laying back down, he paused for a moment. "Robin? You mind if I take a seat too? I don't think I'm going to get back to sleep anytime soon."

"Heart still pounding?" She asked as she patted a patch of dirt beside her. Chrom slumped down with a small 'thanks.' "I can't really criticize; it might take a while for mine to slow down from all of that."

"Yeah..." Chrom answered, putting his chin on his knees and looking back into the flames. He slumped forward, looking tired and oddly drained.

"Hey, Chrom? Do you... mind if I ask what happened?" He glanced away from the fire with a small 'huh?' "Your... whatever it was you were dreaming about. Like I said, it looked like you were having a bad nightmare."

"Pretty sure I was." Chrom answered, propping his head up on his hand as he watched her. He lost that tired look for a moment, ducking his head in a bashful gesture. "I guess it's my turn to say I don't remember. Just that it wasn't anything good."

"Yeah, I could sort of tell as much. Sorry that I didn't wake you up any more gently. I got worried when I saw you."

"I won't be too cross with you if you just throw some water on me next time. But... I appreciate it, even if I can't remember what I was dreaming about. Just that it wasn't good." He took a deep breath, sliding his eyes shut as his eyebrows furrowed in concentration.

"...I still have that dragon fight weighing on my head, I guess." He admitted. "And I'm also going to guess you don't remember a lot about them, going by the village conversation."

"No. But we've both got some time to kill," Robin offered.

"We do." Some of the tension eased off of him at that. "Well you see... dragons are almost sacred here. We venerate Naga the most."

As he spoke, his fingers went up to brush the brand on his shoulder. Robin paused over the mark, a memory trying to find a foothold in her head. There was _something_ familiar about it, something she should have recognized. But the thought flickered out as Chrom continued.

"She's known as the divine dragon. And she was the one that helped the hero king, the first of our country's royal line, to seal a fell dragon into the earth. She ushered in an age of peace after long war." He lost some of that tired look as he told the tale. "They're RARE here, too. That was the first time I ever saw a dragon that wasn't in a tapestry or a stained glass window."

Robin nodded and shut her eyes. Thinking back, she could just remember a dragon painted into the glass of the cathedral, brilliant white in color. She opened them back up, giving Chrom a tentative nod.

"We... there's a few tales about knights fighting dragons. There are evil ones, like what Naga sealed in the first place. If I'm honest, I used to pretend I was a hero in stories like that. Silly, I know." Chrom leaned back and picked up his sword as he spoke; even in his nightmares, it hadn't gone very far from him.

"But most of the tales are about dragons guiding people, protecting them. Sort of like what we do as Shepherds now... do you understand what I'm saying?"

"I think I do. It explains why seeing one acting like... THAT is so worrying."

"Right. It just doesn't happen. And... I never thought I'd be scared of killing a dragon. Like I said, I used to pretend. But what happened there..." Chrom tried to mask a shiver moving up his back and through his arms by gripping the sword hilt. "Sometimes the stories talked about the powers they have. I didn't know that looking into their eyes and almost getting swallowed up by what was behind them was part of that."

"That's what happened to you?" She'd only just glimpsed it through the town's smoke and her place on the stones, but it explained a lot. Chrom bobbed his head up and down once. She saw an echo of his nightmare playing across his face, and the dark circles gathering under his eyes.

Even though he was awake, vulnerability clung to him.

Her hand stretched out. It drifted towards his marked shoulder, and for an instant her eyes caught up on the brand over her own hand. The purple color shone bright against the orange firelight. Her hand hovered in the space for a moment, unsure if her help was wanted. When she hesitated, Chrom looked up, saw the gesture, and gave her a wane smile. That was all her hand needed to bridge the gap and lay on his shoulder in a little bit of comfort. Chrom's eyes drifted to the mark on her own hand, but just like in the field he didn't comment on it.

"Chrom?" She found her voice. "You... you did what you had to do. Maybe I don't know a lot about dragons, but I do know that a lot more people would've died if you didn't stop it. We'll get back to this Ylisstol place, you'll make your report to your commander, and we'll figure out what to do from there, ok?"

"My commander-?" He choked on a laugh that forced its way out of his throat, though Robin couldn't see what was so funny. "Sorry, sorry. But you're right. We'll figure it out."

He laughed one last time, settling. "Thanks; I think inviting you to join us was the smartest thing I did today. I certainly don't regret it, at least."

_'And I'm starting to see why your soldiers follow you so well.'_ Robin mused, before pushing the thought out of her head. Her face had finally cooled off and she didn't want to give it a reason to start burning up again.

Instead she opened her ears back up to their surroundings; she hadn't been paying as close attention as she should have. The insects had all gone quiet, along with the nighttime birds. The silence was as sharp as a knife slash, cutting through the familiar night noise. All they had left was a crackling fire.

Chrom's shoulder tensed up under her hand. He must have noticed too, from how he glanced around. Something in the air set Robin's teeth on edge, and pushed a shiver up through Chrom's back.

"Something's-" Chrom started to say, cutting off when a snapping sound echoed across the camp. A twig breaking underfoot, Robin realized belatedly. Her head shot up towards the sound, Chrom's gaze following hers. It took just a moment of searching to pick out a figure in the woods, moving towards them.

And her blood went completely cold at the sight.
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**Chapter 4: Arise**

The stranger said nothing to break the silence.

It wasn't hard to see the figure moving towards them. His bulky form was cleanly silhouetted against the stars and moonlight streaming through the forest branches. That outline was easy enough to pick out, but the features less so, remaining shrouded in shadow. In fact the only thing distinct was an odd shuffle to the man's step.

While her eyes stayed stuck on the stranger the rest of her senses shivered to life. Robin swore the earth gave a low hum; a vibration thrumming up where her hands and feet touched the ground. Almost like something was stirring deep underneath them and her head hummed in time to it.

Meanwhile her heart tried to pound its way out of her chest, and she couldn't figure out WHY.

_'Why are you so paranoid? It's just a traveler in the woods. Just one man.'_ She desperately told her pulse, trying to quiet it and still the prickling moving up her back. To distract herself from all the sensations Robin dug her gloves out from the coat pockets and pulled them back on.

"Ah... Hail to you, traveler." Chrom broke the quiet, raising a hand and letting the sword fall to the ground and rest next to the supplies.

"You... are certainly out late. But if you want shelter or food for the night, you're welcome to our campsite if you wish." The stranger said nothing. Instead he moved closer with a raspy noise in the back of his throat.

"Chrom..." she whispered caution to him. There was something almost... broken to the man. The stranger's limbs hung to either side and his feet dragged in the dust with a strange shambling lurch. Almost as though he was half alive.

_'Or half dead.'_ Robin thought with a jolt. Her hand cast around, fingers searching for the hilt of her own sword or the edge of her spell book. Their travelers packs could have been miles off from how her hands felt only soil underneath.

The figure remained shadowed. The fire spat embers, which reflected off the axe in his hands. A few stray flits of burning wood caught red in his eyes. Even with the firelight, Robin couldn't pick out anything from the darkness stuck around his face-darkness that was seeping from his slack mouth, pouring from the old wounds cut into his face.

Her stomach had been weak before. Now the bottom fell out of it when she realized what she was looking at.

Chrom sucked in his breath and surged to his feet right as the walking corpse rushed them. A blur of motion and an explosion of wet dirt filled the air as supplies scattered from the clash. Chrom scrambled to grab a sword and raised it to block the downswing from their attacker. Sparks flew from where the steel crashed together.

Robin didn't think that sword of his was capable of setting sparks like that. The surface would need to be as rough as-

As her own blade. Chrom wasn't holding the gilded two-handed weapon he'd wielded against the dragon. Instead his hands clutched the hilt of a battered and worn bronze blade. HER blade, Robin realized with a hard jolt.

The dulled metal clashed against the axe in the other's hands, barely holding against the wicked axe edge. With their enemy so close, rot and decay assaulted her nose. The smell choked the air around them, so nauseating that it banished any hope that this was a bad dream. It was all too real.

And Chrom was facing a living nightmare without his best weapon.

Beyond the fire Frederick roused from the commotion in a rattle of metal. The knight tried to get to his feet, but moved too slowly. The weight of his armor and his exhausted limbs dragged him down. His horse screamed and thrashed from where she'd been tied, trying to break loose. When Frederick managed to stand he had his hands full with calming her. Nearby Lissa was blinking awake, trying and failing to take in what she was looking at.

"Frederick! Protect my sister, I can handle whatever nightmare this is!" Chrom yelled out, his teeth showing for an instant. A determined glint settled behind his eyes as he steeled himself. His muscles shone against the glow of the fire and he just managed to turn aside another blow from the axe.

The corpse lurched forward, pressing the attack. Its bones popped when it brought the axed around for another swing. Chrom brought the old sword back up, adjusting for the weight and change in quality as well as he could. Robin's old sword wasn't a peerless weapon, and against that thing he needed a better edge.

_'Where's the gods blasted sword!?'_ Robin cursed under her breath as Chrom slashed at the enemy. He could have been using a practice sword for all the good his strikes did. He barely slowed the walking corpse with his cuts. But Chrom kept his feet planted in the ash and dust, his back to her and the sword always between them.

Giving her time to look for the right blade, Robin told herself as she wrenched her eyes away from the fight. She desperately searched for the familiar bright golden shimmer of the hilt and cross guard. Behind her Chrom growled as he threw back another attack, reminding her to hurry-

Her eyes rested on the fire. Bits of wood still burned bright. Their glow was bolstered by something glimmering inside the heart of the flames, giving a golden shine to the light.

At least she'd found Chrom's sword. It rested in the campfire, kicked into the blaze when the scuffle broke out. Now it lay bathed in the flames. The sword easily stood up against the heat; not even the leather of the handle was scorched.

_'Your hand is a different story-'_ Her thoughts warned Robin as she reached for the grip, already feeling the heat on her skin.

A ringing crash yanked her head up from the flames. Chrom hit the ground with a thud and almost reached Robin's feet as he rolled from the force of the attack. Chrom stared up from his spot on the ground, holding a broken blade between himself and the corpse.

The corpse advanced on them, raising its axe up in a vicious cut. It looked ready to bury the blade into flesh, and Robin flinched away. She already knew cringing wouldn't be enough to save her when the axe fell.

"ROBIN, LOOK OUT!" Before the blade found its mark, Chrom threw himself back up and into the path. His armored shoulder crashed into the enemy, forcing it backwards and away from her. He grit his teeth as the axe lashed out, parting the air-

And biting into his bare shoulder. Chrom howled in pain but didn't give an inch. His head ducked down, and he threw all his weight against the corpse. He sent it skidding back as he slumped down, clamping a hand to his shoulder. A messy red line cut itself across his skin.

His scream forced her to move.

Robin didn't think. Didn't plan for anything. Instead she reacted, her hand going to the hilt as the fire bit into the leather of her gloves. The brown material turned black and curled away in the heat, leaving the flesh of her hand exposed. Pain bit into her palm once her fingers closed around the sword hilt and she wrenched hard. The sword came loose, and the top of her hand crashed into a burning branch. Spots and a strange flash of something purple draped over her vision. Robin grit her teeth against the pain and the sight, and yanked the sword clear.

"Chrom!" His name shrieked out between her teeth. He turned to face her, his motion overlapping with Robin throwing the sword out to him. Free from the flames, the blade gave a strange blue glimmer as it cut through the air.

If she pushed her pain aside, Chrom did the same. He snapped himself upright, stretched out a hand and effortlessly caught the sword. Robin winced when his fingers closed around the grip, waiting for the heat to register in his hand... but nothing passed across his face that wasn't already there. Chrom didn't so much as wince from the heat that had to still be coating the blade. With a hiss of breath he pushed aside the pain radiating out from his shoulder and running along his arm in a red coating.

Chrom turned around with the blade twirling in his hands. The sword sang and cut, slicing the wood handle of the axe, and buried itself in the neck of the corpse in one clean cut.

The sword parted armor and skin with a wet slice. Chrom ripped Falchion out with a vicious diagonal cut as the dead flesh gave way from the heat of the blade. The walking corpse turned into a collapsing corpse with that attack; just a collection of bones crumbling to the ground and turning to a boiling purple mist.

The woods went silent.

An ache spread through Robin's hand to fill the pause, dulled only by the adrenaline still coursing through her. She saw a scorched and red mess that vaguely resembled a hand, crisscrossed with burned webs of blackened leather.

"Chrom!? Chrom are you ok?" Lissa's voice cut in, followed by feet pounding towards them. Lissa stared at her brother, staff already held up. Frederick followed close behind leading the horse. The mare's eyes rolled, and she stamped the ground. Frederick fought to control her, looking between the mare, the dissolving mist, and Robin and Chrom.

"What was-?" Chrom cut Frederick off, raising a bloody hand while the other clung to his sword.

"H-hold. Hold Lissa. Frederick. This isn't done." In the back of her mind, Robin felt the same. That feeling of dread wasn't done with her yet.

_'But why-?'_

An instant later she got her answer.

She'd pushed the hum of the earth to the back of her mind during the fight. Now it barreled back into her senses as the ground heaved and pitched.

Lissa stumbled against Frederick and hung onto him. Robin was hard pressed to keep her feet and staggered like a drunk. She looked over to Chrom, and saw that his eyes were fixed on some point in the sky.

She followed his gaze, just in time to see a cliff push itself free from previously flat forest ground. With a scream like the earth was dying, a blaze of orange and red burst out of the ground like blood from a wound. It stained the sky red and set the forest alight with fresh fire.

Robin's hand burned in time to the flames climbing up the tree trunks. Cinders and embers fell all around them like a burning rain. Nearby Chrom flinched, clutching at his shoulder. The tightness in his hand echoed Robin's, with how much hurt must have been moving through him.

Even with the ache Chrom kept his head lifted up to the sky, entranced. Robin's eyes were also fixed upwards.

By all rigts, they should have been terrified with what was going on.

Instead she felt strangely distant, almost floating as she stared up at the blazing sky. Robin's breath froze in her lungs, waiting for something more. A voice in the back of her mind screamed at her to stop staring and do something.

That voice went silent as a ripple moved through the night sky.

A tear opened in the stars, lined with silver. Bands of gold and symbols flickered to life around it. The rent yawned open all the way, taking the shape of a massive teal eye, burning with the same blue fire as the dragon's eyes.

Next to her, Chrom made a gasping noise.

"Like... before..." Chrom whispered out in a dazed voice. Robin stared up, barely able to breathe around a tight throat and feeling like she could fall into the blue-

"MILORD, GUARD UP!" Frederick's voice tore apart the lightheaded feeling. Chrom winced next to Robin, pulling his eyes from the sky to look at Frederick. The knight's hand pointed out to a figure in yellow and cream.

"Lissa?" Chrom's voice was sluggish. But the name and the sight snapped Robin's thoughts back into motion. She saw how Lissa was tensed up, and edging away from something closing in around the camp circle-

Corpses, just like the one Chrom had put down a moment ago. There were more shambling out of the woods, forming a tight noose around their group and focused on the one with the least defense. Unlike Chrom, Lissa didn't have a sword to ward them off with. She raised her staff up for all the good it would do her against a chunk of dead reanimated flesh swinging steel.

"Lissa!" Chrom screamed out, jolting forward. Robin's eyes darted between Lissa, the Risen, and Chrom's feet. They desperately churned against the ground but she already knew he wouldn't be fast enough. He wasn't going to reach her in time.

For all the good it would do, Robin fell in behind him. Her steps were slowed with how her hand ached, and the world spun around her. She still felt the eye above, burning into her back.

None of that mattered just then. Not when her thoughts kept scrambling, tried to plan, but could only reach one answer; she was going to have to watch Lissa die, and could do nothing about it.

-o-o-o-

The swordswoman ran from one inferno into another.

The flames were separated only by a wavering tunnel of blue magic that stretched out impossibly long. It was a nearly futile task to run through to the end. Rivulets of sweat ran down her forehead and stuck underneath her mask. Through the slits she felt the fires of a city fade away, the heat barely clinging to her back.

Ahead of her another fire took its place. In the place of screams and burning flesh a forest fire stung at her eyes and nose. She forced herself to keep running, even while the air went thick around her and seared in her lungs.

The burning forest stretched out before her, and the spell she tumbled through gave her a bird's eye view. Fire swept through the pines with an appetite, throwing up thick orange tinted clouds.

Through the branches she picked out four people; a knight in armor, a girl holding a staff up, and-

Two figures. Her eyes fixed on them and how their gazes were held to the sky and the flames. Even at this distance it was clear something held them entranced. They didn't even see the forms shambling through the forest towards them.

Forms about to blindside them if she didn't get there first. The figures in white and black turned too slowly as the knight shouted out a warning.

"LISSA!"

The swordswoman stretched a hand out towards the end of the tunnel, desperately trying to puncture through the spell and reach where she had to be. Her breath came out in a strained squeak-

And just like that, her hand broke through the barrier. The full heat of the fire washed over her fingers as she fell through. The spell gave up its hold on her, and gravity took its place.

She dropped out of the sky.

The gentle blue glow of the magic was ripped like caul from her eyes, leaving her choking on smoky air. Just enough magic stuck to her limbs to soften the fall, though the impact still rattled her teeth when her feet smacked the forest floor. The shock sent her heart pounding into overtime.

Just then she welcomed that and the extra burst of adrenaline. It granted her fast feet and an even faster sword arm. She couldn't kill the thing threatening the girl in yellow, but she could stop the axe. With barely a breath before it crashed into the healer she leapt between the blade and met it with her own sword, half drawn over her shoulders.

The back of her neck prickled with sweat, and her arms took up the task of shaking from impact. She tried to gasp out for help; the words barely rasped out of her throat.

The swordsman in white was close by, judging by the strangled, furious noise working out of his throat. She threw the strike back and spun about, just in time to see another blade cleaving the air and into the corpse soldier. Her own blade mirrored it, finding half dead flesh before the enemy had time to flinch. The corpse collapsed with a strangled noise, already fading into nothing.

"Lissa...?" The swordsman whispered in a strange, choked, nearly _weak_ voice that tried to push numbness into her own limbs. He was rewarded with a tiny voice.

"I-I'm still here, Chrom."

Then she truly did freeze as the name clicked into place. The gravity of the situation, of who she was REALLY looking at threatened to choke the swordswoman and crush her under the weight.

_'If you hesitate, if you falter then ALL of you are dead, and the spell was for naught.'_ The thought hissed into place and spurred her to act.

"Quite an entrance." Chrom found his voice before she did. "What's your name, sir?"

She had to swallow around a dry throat and didn't bother to correct his perception of her.

"You... you may call me Marth." Her voice came out in a deepened growl, reasonably like a young boy. It was clearly enough to keep the illusion up for Chrom and his companions. Before he could ask any more questions Marth held a hand up.

"No time to bandy words around. The next wave is upon you." A low groan drifted through the trees at her words.

"That's... a lot of dead things." Lissa managed, counting the oncoming foe as Marth readied her blade. Beside her Chrom shifted back into guard.

"Stay behind me, Lissa. Robin... stay close. Watch my back."

Marth glanced back to the young prince. He held Falchion up, ignoring the rent in his shoulder and glaring down the blade. His eyes held a promise that not a single corpse would breach their defenses again. Even with a bloody arm, he was still finding strength from somewhere to hold Falchion straight.

Marth could match that strength and conviction. She surged forward to meet the approaching foes, her own sword dancing in her hands.

It helped knowing they didn't fight alone... even if the others didn't realize it yet. She canted her head to the side, waiting and listening-

Hoof beats filled her ears, along with a voice pitched into full battle cry.

"DRAW STEEL, RUFFLES! PUNCH THROUGH THE BASTARDS!"

Chrom hesitated and jerked his head around. Marth found herself looking back as well.

Something new barreled through the woods with a snort of breath and a flash of hooves caving in the face of one of the corpses. A white coated horse plunged forward with a figure in red armor atop it. The rider gave another yell as she laid about with a spear. A second later three arrow shafts hissed out through the trees, finding their mark as an archer stepped through the forest. The carnage of the battle barely ruffled him, and his feet seemed trained to sidestep any blood or stray limbs pooling on the ground.

"Captain Chrom!" The figure on the horse shouted. "You left some of the bastards for us?"

Chrom's best answer was raising a hand to the fighter before plunging into the fray as well. Marth followed close behind.

Dead things were no stranger to her blade. It was almost horrifying with how easy it was to step between their blows and separate their flesh, shearing their limbs and parting heads from their bodies.

_'Not as strong,'_ the thought raced across her mind. It was true; these didn't have quite the same strength as what she'd fought before. They hadn't worked themselves into full ferocity, didn't have the full strength of a dark power behind them.

Their blades were still plenty sharp, however. She knew that when one licked a fresh line of pain along her elbow. She almost dropped her blade and had to retreat back-

Only for Chrom to charge past her, burying Falchion in their enemy's neck. The tactician Robin followed close behind him. She didn't use a blade. Instead she clung to her spell book and unleashed bolt after bolt of thunder. Neither of them let their wounds slow them.

If anything, Marth was hard-pressed to keep up.

The rest dissolved into a flurry of sword swipes, crackling spells, and smoke choked air. And all through it Marth held her own with those rumored to fight like dragons.

-o-o-o-

Chrom blinked his eyes and felt strength fade out of his limbs. With it went the battle haze that had crept into his brain. He shook his head, feeling like he was finally waking up.

"That's..." his breath came out in gasps. "That's the last of them, I think."

"Yeah..." Robin's breath came hard as well. "I think we can thank the new one for taking care of the rest."

Robin pivoted as she spoke, lifting her head up enough to look at Marth. The boy stood alone against the forest, with no sign of the others close by. He kept his hair cropped short, the rest of his features hidden behind an odd, winged mask. Chrom blinked over it, wondering how many more strange things they could fit into one night.

"Thank you for your help," Chrom turned to Marth, only to see that the boy had already put some distance between them. The newcomer held a hand to stall him from approaching.

"Loathe as I am to say, that was just a taste of what comes next. This night was a warning for what you face."

Chrom blinked over the cryptic words. In the corner of his eye, he saw Robin tilt her head before rubbing at it. He was pretty sure he could feel a dull ache building behind his own eyes but still managed a few more words.

"What do you-?"

"B-before you do anything else," Marth's words hitched. Some sort of emotion clouded his voice, but what exactly it was Chrom wasn't sure of. His focus still wasn't sharp enough for that.

"You should get that shoulder looked at. Both of you must tend to your wounds." Chrom blinked and glanced over at his shoulder, only to give a disgusted noise. He hadn't picked up many more cuts during the fight, but that one wound in his shoulder looked determined to make up for it. Blood seeped from the cut and ran down his entire arm, leaving it in a red ruin.

Robin glanced at her own hand and it finally registered to Chrom that it was just as much of a mess. When he looked up, the Marth had vanished into the woods. He heard someone crashing through the underbrush behind him and turned to see Lissa staring at him and Robin.

"Don't vanish like that! You made me think that you were dead in a ditch somewhere-" She trailed off when she took in their injuries. "...Or like you're about to fall over dead. Let me look at those, NOW."

Before Chrom could argue she rushed over to him, shaking her head and raising her staff up. A pale light emitted from it and a prickling sensation sprung up along Chrom's shoulder as the wound finally closed.

Chrom watched it mend and felt a familiar presence at his side.

"You gave us a fright." Frederick's voice was mild; a sure sign that he was keeping his own emotions and thoughts in check. Frederick's eyes looked over the wound and narrowed over just how grisly it looked.

"Frederick, can you wipe that gash down, so we can make sure it heals well? Robin, let me take a look at you." Lissa tossed a roll of bandages, which Frederick deftly caught.

"You... you don't have to fret over me so much. I'm alright." Robin argued.

"Robin, your hand is half burned off! You'll be lucky if you can still use it!" A healing glow drowned out the night again. Over the light and ringing chime of the staff, Chrom could still make out Robin protesting.

"But it doesn't hurt..." A sharp inhaling noise cut Robin off, and he knew Lissa was deep into her work.

"I'll be the judge of how bad your wounds are, ok? Leave it to me, and hopefully you'll still have a hand by the end of things."

"Listen to the little lady," came a new voice. The rider from the battle approached on foot, leading her horse. "Trust me, she knows her way around a sickbay... And is a right damn terror if you get her going."

"Sully," Lissa remarked to Robin with a glance at the cavalier, "Has finally gotten it into her head how to be a good patient. I'm hoping I have to drill you less over that."

Chrom gave a brief smirk as he saw Robin nod. "Um... got it."

"By the way, Chrom," Sully added. "I brought you some fresh meat for the Shepherds. He stuck like a bur to me all through the fight and wouldn't leave."

"I wouldn't dream of leaving you so unattended, my fair Sully!"

Chrom paused over the new voice... and did his best not to smile any wider as Sully rolled her eyes. Wounded shoulder or not, he didn't think she'd let him off lightly if she saw him grinning.

"I think I know that voice." Chrom said.

"You don't meet many people with that accent, or that choice of words." He shifted under Frederick's care and picked out a long haired man standing just behind Sully's horse. Even after a pitched battle, the newcomer looked immaculate. "It's... Virion, right? I've heard of your- erm... exploits."

"Ah, my reputation precedes me!" The man all but preened while Sully grumbled.

Chrom raised his hand before the archer could continue or an argument could break out.

"Can... can we save the introductions for later, if it's alright?" His elbow itched and tickled from where a thread of blood dried on the skin. It was worse on the edges of his fingers, which had gone sticky and clammy. He couldn't peel his gloves off fast enough.

"I share your sister's concern. It's a wonder you haven't passed out." Frederick finished cleaning the skin as he spoke and set to wrapping the wound. "It's no flesh wound, that much is certain."

"And I share Robin's opinion; it looks worse than it feels." He felt a small flicker of relief that their wounds were the worst of any injuries. But it swiftly faded out as he thought over the fight. Somehow in the span of a day and a night, fireside tales were turning into truth.

Chrom's mouth settled into a grim determined line as he glanced over to Robin and Lissa. His sister lifted Robin's hand, wrapping the last of the bindings around her palm to hold some sort of poultice in place. Another glance showed Chrom it was one of the last bits of vulnerary to help speed her healing. All at once he was well aware of how they'd used up some it on a less important injury... and Robin chose just then to look and read the concern on his face.

'Told you,' her smile said in a strained sort of way.

"Well?" Chrom found himself asking. "What's your verdict?"

"We had just enough medical supplies to staunch everyone's wounds. Robin won't be able to use a sword, or hold much of anything in that hand for a few days at the absolute least, but..." Lissa trailed off. She gave the hand a confused blink, like she still couldn't believe what she was treating. "She was right; once the ash and burned skin was wiped clean, it didn't look as bad as I was afraid of. She'll heal up the same as you, with just some scars to show for it."

"In other words, we're all fit enough to march." Chrom stood up, shrugging Frederick off when he felt the last of the bindings settle into place. With the bandages fresh and tight over his shoulder, he ran his fingers over the covered wound. "We should hurry back to Ylisstol, before anything else happens to us."


	5. Homecoming

**Chapter 5: Homecoming**

Robin slid an arm under Chrom's shoulder. He looked ready to collapse right at the gates when he saw Ylisstol was safe, and she didn't want to risk that. The march was the hardest on him, thanks to how he'd taken point all through the night. His legs showed that with how they wobbled. Her own limbs felt like jelly, and they'd all but ran the last mile to the city when it came into sight.

Robin had to admit that seeing sunlight shimmer off white buildings had a way of being worth it. It felt like they'd finally woken up from a nightmare and into the beautiful morning.

"Dragons, walking corpses, and whatever other nightmares came to life, they haven't reached the capital." Chrom echoed her thoughts as he sighed out, not caring that it took an extra person to keep him standing.

"Ah, thank... thank someone. I'm too tired to think of what specific god I should be thanking." Lissa's words and feet both tripped over themselves. She barely managed to stagger towards them and take the lead. "But Emm must be okay. And now we can all get to the palace before we pass out on the street. Not a very noble image to cut, right?"

_'Noble?'_ Robin had a second to wonder. Then her brain decided it was too tired to ask anymore questions outside of where she could sleep. When Lissa pushed in past the gates, Robin was all too ready to follow and drag Chrom along with her. He mumbled a complaint before matching steps with Robin.

While her mind was exhausted, her eyes still had enough energy to stare at the capital as they moved through the streets. Brilliant white main buildings and streets seemed to grow out of a verdant hill, offset by a patchwork of newer and differently colored buildings near the base.

"Never seen a city like this, I take it?" Chrom spoke up, easing himself away from her shoulder.

"Never... even remember seeing something like this. I've never seen this many people in one place. How do so many even manage?"

"Having an Exalt guiding them helps... Though I've got to admit, it's a little charming to see you THIS stunned." Lissa chimed in. "But... you also look like you're going to be the first one to keel over."

"True, and one's bearing and demeanor IS important." Virion stepped up next to her, offering Robin an arm. "We should see about getting you to a resting place."

Robin couldn't argue with that, working her way slowly through the streets with Virion. Lissa giggled with how she stared, but still wedged herself between Robin and Chrom and helped them both along. It freed up Robin's eyes to wander.

Banners were strung between buildings like lines of oddly shaped and colored laundry. All of them were decorated with patterns and crests; white trees on green fields made for a forest of cloth splashed with a few other colors. A handful of sewn dragons stalked among the banners, and the sea of cloth occasionally parted with wooden signs showing inns, taverns, and merchant stalls.

Underneath the banners people milled in growing crowds. Merchants shouted their prices and wares, and townspeople went like streams through the streets and the buildings. There were even a few people pausing to hail their group. Chrom had enough strength to lift his hand and wave back to them.

As more people saw them, the crowds parted and gave their group space to move.

_'How do they know him so well?'_ Robin wondered, forcing one foot in front of the next. The streets had gone from flat to winding up a hill, with a palace perched at the top. Towers reached like spears into the clouds, beautiful enough to urge Robin onward and closer.

It was the trek up the hill that fully did her in. She didn't have space to think or wonder anymore at the castle they moved into. It all blurred together, and she didn't even have time to wonder where she was before her head hit a pillow.

-o-o-o-

The afternoon found Robin finally back on her feet, and blinking away sleep. She stood in a hallway, trying to chase the last bits of drowsiness out of her head.

_'Wake up. They wouldn't drag you out of a guest bed if this wasn't important.'_ She told herself. With her eyes clearer and her brain getting back up to speed, she noticed how ornate the passage was. The hall was lined with paintings, sculpture, and what she was pretty sure was gilding of some sort on the arches overhead.

Nearby, Lissa stood next to a set of large double doors and waved when she caught sight of Robin.

"Good to see that you're back on your feet, Robin. Now we just need to wait for Chrom to finish up-" she cut off and made a tsking noise when Robin picked at the bindings on her hand. "HEY! No messing around with the handiwork! I put a lot of effort into making sure it was bandaged and prepped just right, too."

"...Sorry." Robin ducked her head, still feeling her fingers twitch under the bandages. "It just itches a lot and..."

And her hand needed to breath and feel some fresh air on it. Her fingers were clumsy, with all those layers wrapped around her skin.

"Well, you can grin and bear it. Chrom has to wait just the same as you. So you'll just have to wait to take them off until his are-"

As if summoned by her words, Chrom entered in a side passage. He didn't notice how Robin and Lissa's eyes were drawn to him. Or that they saw him messing with his own bandages, carefully peeling them off.

Robin didn't even wait for Lissa's squeal of outrage to register. She was already taking her own off, and sighed in relief when her skin breathed again.

"You two are the WORST patients ever." Lissa grumbled out. "Don't come crying to me if you need more healing."

"I think we'll manage." Chrom shrugged off the dark look Lissa gave him. "Besides, you don't give yourself enough credit with how fast your remedies work."

"Yeah, well... you're going to have to live with those scars. MAYBE I could've healed those up too if you'd just follow directions."

Looking over Chrom, Robin saw what Lissa meant. The teardrop pattern showed up clean along his shoulder without a hint of blood or scabbing, interrupted only by a pink slash of skin healing up. The scar ran in a diagonal cut, breaking up the entire mark on his skin.

"I'll count myself lucky I get to keep my arm. How about you, Robin?" She glanced down at her own hand, half afraid it wouldn't be in the same state. But Lissa had done her work well.

Her fingers didn't have a trace of burn damage, though the inside of her palm felt raw and had an angry pink and red glare to the skin. Robin turned her hand to look at the back of it. One line of scar tissue ran across her own mark. Six eyes still looked back up at her, with the center ones half blotted out by fragments of pale skin. But much like Chrom she could still pick out most of the shape.

She gave her fingers and experimental flex, wincing.

"I'll try and follow the rest of the doctor's orders. No swinging swords, and taking it easy with holding anything. If we have to fight anything else, I'll just have to stick to spells."

"Well, if you're going to listen to one bit of advice, at least you picked the important bit..." Lissa trailed off, considering something. "Speaking of fights, Chrom? DO we know what we're going to do about what all happened?"

"...Sadly not yet. The most we got out of that first meeting was me talking about what happened and what all I could remember. At least everyone in the council chamber figured out this isn't a jape."

"You're really sure they get the picture that this isn't good news?"

Chrom's answer was to open the main door up just a finger's width. A tumult of voices drifted through the gap, all of them heavy with sounds of concern.

"I'd say so... speaking of which, Robin? The Exalt is ready for you to speak too- don't go all pale in the face. She just wants to hear the story from you as well." Robin couldn't find her voice to argue, and Chrom had already opened the door all the way and motioned for her to step inside.

-o-o-o-

The inside of the audience hall shone in rippling tints of blue and gold, light streaming through tall windows held up by almost impossibly thin columns to maximize the brightness. With a few days on the road, the audience hall had regained its full splendor. Walking back into it still stalled Chrom's breath.

It did better than that for Robin, with how her steps faltered.

"It's like being in the sky-" she whispered out.

"Hah, come to think of it, I suppose it is." Chrom admitted, glancing up at the windows. But he didn't let himself linger on the spectacle for long, brushing a hand against Robin's sleeve and guiding her forward. With the set of her shoulders Robin looked like she was about to march into battle. In a way, Chrom found the comparison apt.

She needed her courage; Chrom had stepped into the audience hall plenty of times, and all the attention shifted to them STILL made him go tense. His eyes swept over the nobles and advisors ringing the room. Some standing, some seated, some in alcoves and others in the main hall. All of them watched their group.

Ahead of them stood an elevated dais, with an expertly carved throne on top of it. The late afternoon sun set the gold enamel to glimmering, and picked out highlights on the teardrop symbol carved above the headrest.

Robin's eyes narrowed, darting between the symbol and Chrom's own mark. Finally they settled on a woman seated below the carving. Her long golden hair was swept back, to show her own undamaged mark on her forehead. Robin must have noticed the similarities, as her raised eyebrow echoed the woman's raised, white gloved hand. When she lifted it, the gesture stemmed the anxious muttering.

"And this is the tactician I've heard so much about? The one who can fight dragons and risk herself to protect people she has only just met? You've a talent for finding good people, Chrom."

Chrom sketched a quick bow to the seated figure, dipping his head to a pale haired woman in armor at the throne's right, and a man in green robes at the left, before nodding to Robin.

"The very one. Robin? These are the heads of the council for this situation. Phila, captain of the pegasus knights," he bowed his head again to the pale haired woman. The captain nodded. "And the Hierarch of Ylisse, head of the faith."

The man in green also dipped his head; he and Phila both had concern etched in their faces. It was enough to make up for the lack of concern on the seated figure; HER face remained carefully composed and with a deep seated calm.

"And, this is the Exalt, Emmeryn. Peace maker for the country, ruler... and currently wants to know whatever you can remember of yesterday's battles. The council wants every detail, including anything I overlooked in my initial report."

Robin gave a nod, and launched into a report of her own. Any nervousness drained out, as she put all her focus on recalling details. She kept her eyes fixed on the symbol above Emmeryn's head, letting it help ease her words out. Because of it, she missed the troubled looks and barely masked glares the audience gave her. The bulk of the harsh looks seemed focused on her robes. The cloth made her a dark spot in the otherwise bright and gilded hall.

_'Ridiculous. What does it matter if she isn't wearing silk?'_ Chrom wanted to ask, but forced his mouth to stay shut. Robin had worked most of the stammers out of her voice, and he didn't want to bring them back with an ill timed comment.

The Hierarch had a particularly pinched expression when Robin spoke about the dragon, his gaze distant and trying to picture the beast.

"White, like Naga's brood?" He whispered. Chrom found himself nodding along with Robin, and the Hierarch went pale the more he heard. He looked ready to question Robin and Chrom on everything down to how many scales were on the beast, when Phila interrupted.

"A malevolent dragon is noteworthy, but not completely unknown to us. This new threat however, is." The Hierarch sighed out at that, but slowly dipped his head to acknowledge the fact.

Robin glossed over the nose bashing incident when she talked about the night attack. Chrom tried not to let his relieved sigh be _too_ obvious... but then, he still wasn't the focus of the council.

Emmeryn's gaze stayed gentle all the way through, coaxing out every detail. The same serenity couldn't be said for the nobles. Chrom picked out a rising tide of whispers around them, growing once Robin finished her report.

"Trust her-?" Asked one voice.

"Plegian?" Said another. Robin's eyebrows knitted together over the last, clearly trying to place the term.

The Hierarch's eyes clouded with worry, peering at Robin from behind the glasses perched on his nose. His gaze lingered on the symbols sewn into her sleeves. It was like she was one more omen on top of everything else.

_'I've had enough of their paranoia.'_ He couldn't speak up against them, but he could at least give Robin some support. Chrom rested a hand on her shoulder, clearing his throat.

"Emm- I mean, Exalt Emmeryn. You've heard how bravely she fought. Because of her conduct, I intend to make her a Shepherd." He let the pronouncement hang in the air and felt the pause it knocked into the audience hall. "She's fought for Ylisse twice now, and bled for the Halidom. Plus, we need a tactician in our ranks."

Phila simply watched Robin with a thoughtful look. The Hierarch, however, looked ill at ease and cleared his throat.

"Your grace, I must exercise caution with this. We know nothing-"

"Hierarch. I value your view, and the caution of my nobles... but I also put weight in Chrom's judgment. If Robin has his faith and good will, I'll extend mine to her as well. She has the blessing of the crown." Emmeryn's voice echoed through the chamber with finality, silencing the last of the muttering. "And at the moment, we should focus on the more pressing threat. Between Chrom's report and Phila's riders, it's clear we have a new danger in our borders."

Chrom gladly took that as a dismissal, and he turned around and guided Robin back out the doors. Just then, the hall felt like it had lost a bit of its luster, and he was eager to spend time somewhere else.

-o-o-o-

The doors thudded shut behind them, closing off the last voices. Robin breathed a little more easily with that barrier between her and a dozen unknown, scrutinizing eyes.

"Sorry if you wanted to stay; I can only handle court in short doses, and if I remember right Lissa wanted to show you somewhere." The door clicked shut and Chrom picked up his pace, like he couldn't get away fast enough.

"I... I can't say that I mind. But that's who you fight for?" Robin said and followed him, Lissa darting ahead of both of them. "I can see why. She seems like a good ruler."

"Sometimes she's all that keeps the peace. And she's sorely needed right now, as the times get darker." Chrom answered.

"Not a bad sister, either. Definitely more regal than a certain brother I could mention." Lissa added in. Robin nodded along to everything, until she registered Lissa's words.

"W-wait. Sister? Then that would make you-?" Robin's cheeks burned and her eyes stretched to dinner plate size. Lissa flashed a grin that looked just a little cheeky. Chrom didn't quite meet her eyes, but still tried to smile.

For her part, the best Robin could do was sputter.

"I-I'm so sorry! I didn't realize- please, forgive my manners-"

"Robin. Don't stress yourself over it." Chrom went quiet, like he was half ashamed of being found out.

"Maybe we're royal blood, but it's not too different from being noble, is it?" When she didn't answer, he added on, "I mean it. I don't want you to start saying 'milord' every other word. Besides, I'm not interested in being much other than a commander."

"I TOLD you she was more regal." Lissa said.

"Hey, I know what I'm good at! I'm a fighter; let Emm stick to being the good ruler and have me swing Falchion around." His hand drifted down to the blade and scabbard at his side. The sword didn't look any worse for wear from being dipped in flames.

Chrom's fingers traced over the hilt, before stiffening in pain and drifting towards his shoulder. Robin started to ask if he was alright, when Lissa dashed on ahead to a new set of doors.

"TA-DAH! Well Robin, you've fought for the Shepherds; what do you say to meeting some of them?" She took Robin by the elbow and guided her inside. Distantly Robin noticed Chrom fall back, leaving her to face the inside alone.

Thankfully, it was a lot less daunting than the royal audience chamber. She found herself looking in on a collection of weapons and armor carefully arranged on either end of warm brick walls. Banners that could have proudly graced a battlefield hung down, while people moved around underneath them, stacking weapons and supplies. Robin picked out Sully checking her spear, along with Virion seated at a table and examining the fletching on his arrows. The air was thick with conversation and while the words were more loud they also held a happier, less apprehensive note.

"Lissa, dear!" One voice rose above the others, once Robin and Lissa stepped inside. A young woman in pink darted out of the ranks, sweeping carefully curled and styled hair back as she clapped both hands around Lissa's shoulders.

"Hey, Maribelle." Lissa answered, looking none too concerned over the sudden breach in personal space.

"Don't you 'hey' me! You've no idea how worried I've been! I wouldn't be surprised to find several gray hairs. All this news about you fighting... please tell me it's an exaggeration?"

"Sorry; you'd be even angrier if I lied, last time I checked." Lissa answered.

"Yeah, Ruffles and I can vouch for the undead skirmish." Sully added in. "Hell of a thing to ride in on when you're expecting a routine patrol. Wouldn't have missed it, though."

"Eh, some people have all the luck." A new voice cut in. Looking around, Robin picked out a blond haired man tossing an axe end over end while he spoke.

"...I am confused as to how 'luck' coincides with walking dead and berserk dragons." Said a woman with red hair and robes behind him. The spell book she carried told Robin that the Shepherds had a few mages in their ranks, too. She was accompanied by an olive haired man in armor, rubbing at the back of his neck.

"Yeah... Miriel has a point, Vaike. Bandits are bad enough; now we've got to worry about those things wandering around at night, AND berserk dragons? Brr, sounds more than a little dark to me."

"Absolutely more than a little." Maribelle said and stepped away from Lissa. Robin wondered over the downcast look that spread through her eyes. An unmistakable tension soaked into the air, and Robin picked out a few others shifting uneasily; a brunette haired woman chewed her lip and clasped her hands together, while Miriel pinched at the bridge of her nose. All of them looked worried, once they were reminded of the news.

All except for Vaike, who made a rude noise in the back of his throat.

"Y'all are missing your backbones. The Vaike LIVES for this kinda thing; always wanted to see how I'd match up against a dragon. And then Chrom gets first dibs on beating one? I'm never gonna hear the end of it."

"As always, your reverence for divine protectors is astounding." A touch of ice crept into Maribelle's voice. "I swear you are just as pugnacious as Sully-"

"DON'T lump me in with him. I've got a brain between my ears." Sully said, over Vaike's affronted "Heeey!"

Meanwhile the archer, Virion, stepped over to Maribelle. "Worry not, dear lady. I assure you that righting the wrongs of this world is my chief responsibility... along with being a dashing hero for fair maidens such as yourself!"

Maribelle simply shot him a sideways, almost glare. But most of her ire was snuffed out, thanks to the conversation getting steered into something else.

"So, what do you think?" Lissa spoke at Robin's ear. "Think you'll fit in?"

"I..." Robin paused, looking over them all again in wonder. "...I sure hope so."

"By the way Lissa, where's Chrom?" The brunette woman spoke up, turning from where Vaike fumed and Sully gave him a smug look. Lissa's response was a bewildered blink, and looking over her shoulder.

"He was right- ugh, that's so like him. He's probably nursing that arm again. I TOLD him not to take off the bandages! Don't- don't look so panicked, Sumia. He and Robin were just a little too headstrong, reckless and-"

"What. Not brave?" Robin found herself speaking, and felt a smile growing on her lips. Just like that the mood lightened, and any worries over dragons and the dead were back to being outside of the walls.

-o-o-o-

Afternoon slipped into evening, and Robin found herself back in the guest room. A few candles illuminated the chamber, giving her light to see while she took stock of her supplies. The bag she'd been carrying tugged at Robin's curiosity, and she had every intention of satisfying it now.

One at a time the contents of the pack were laid on the table. A simple package of rations to eat while traveling, basic bandages, a small map... all things it would make sense for a wanderer to have.

_'Maybe all I ever was, was a drifter.'_ She looked down at her boots, noticing that they were well worn and easily fit her feet. She warmed to the idea a little, pondering the notion of life on an open road.

_'Shame I can't remember any of the sights I've seen.'_ Even the names on the map didn't strike anything familiar to her. An itch settled between her eyes when they looked at 'Plegia,' but nothing more. A grimace tried to settle on her face, but didn't last when Robin closed her fingers on something else in the bag.

The small, wood-carved markers she drew out next made Robin smile; those she could guess the purpose of, and she laid them and a second map out on the table. Basic pieces for strategy. Though she still had no notion on where she'd learned tactics, at least it filled a spot in her head that might have been blank otherwise. That and swordplay was something she had to define herself by.

One last thing lay in the bottom of the sack, and Robin stretched her arm all the way down to retrieve it. The object formed a heavy, rectangular weight in her hand. She drew the item back up and it gave a familiar rustle and sigh of paper when it half opened.

Robin looked down at the cover of the book. Her fingers ran over thick leather, and traced metallic bindings along the spine and book corners. She traced over the gold symbol laid into the center; something that resembled a lightning bolt, striking like a spear across the cover. Her eyes flickered over the runes, her mind pouncing on the translation after a moment.

"Thoron?" She paused. The name almost crackled with power. Robin only had to glance over at her own nearby thunder tome to know there were leagues of difference between the two books. The glance also said that she didn't have the capability to harness a spell like that, yet.

_'So why did I have it with me? Was it my goal to be that good at spells?'_ Her mind stayed stubbornly blank, offering no clue on if the idea was right or wrong.

Robin nudged the cover open to look at the first pages. She picked out runes that blurred together on one page, refusing to focus under her eyes. As she thought, far out of her league.

With a sigh Robin moved to close the book. She was ready to write it off as another mystery she couldn't solve yet... but paused before she shut the cover. The first page was blank, save for an ink drawing of the spell symbol. Plus something written in the corner in plain and easy to read script.

_'Robin,_

_May this always protect you.'_

The six words etched themselves into her vision and filled her brain. Robin stared at the letters, silently begging them to just give her a hint more of what they meant. She looked at her name, focused on the handwriting, trying to get _something_ to jolt loose in her memory-

Nothing. Her throat tightened around a frustrated scream. Robin slammed the book shut.

That was when she got a reminder that her hand was still healing from the burn it took.

Then she DID scream. Her palm jabbed and shuddered from a snap of pain. Robin sunk to the floor, trying to close her teeth around the noise. She could have hit herself for losing her temper like that.

_'Of all the stupid, rash, bone headed-' _The door flung open before Robin could finish that thought. The wood crashed against the wall with a heavy thud, and someone spoke over the noise.

"Robin!? ROBIN! Are you-" Chrom knelt in front of her before she could blink. Questions on how he heard her or reached her so fast vanished when Robin saw the concern in his eyes.

"I'm fine. I just... I lost my temper. Smacked my hand when I shouldn't have done anything." Despite her words, Chrom's eyes scanned the interior. He looked tense, like he was still expecting an attack. Finally they rested on the book, and the still room convinced him there wasn't any immediate danger.

"Can I see your hand?" Chrom turned back to her, his voice still tight with worry. "I'm no healer, but..."

"No burning vulneraries on this. It's almost done hurting, anyway." Robin lifted her hand to prove it; the skin had gone bright red from the impact, but little else.

"And you didn't reopen anything. Good." Chrom sighed out in relief, examining the palm. His hands stayed frozen, hanging between him and Robin like he wanted to take her hand and give it a closer look.

_'Oh no, we're not going to retread that awkwardness from the campfire.'_ Robin pulled her own hand away and hid it in the sleeves of her robe.

"Um... Chrom." She spoke up before any awkward situation could take root. Instead she jumped for the first thought that came to her mind. Memories of the council whispered back into her head and put a weight in her stomach. If nothing else it chased any blush out of her face. "Aren't you worried about bringing someone like me into the Shepherds?"

The confused blink he gave her forced Robin to continue.

"I don't know anything about myself... and believe me, I'm trying to remember." The book teased at the corner of her vision. "I don't know WHY I know how to swing a sword, or cast spells."

"Well, right now it's enough, isn't it?" Chrom looked at her with such a frank, open expression that her worries faded out for a moment.

"Sometimes I think using a sword is all I have going for me, but then I remember it's about what I do with it. I protect people. And you've shown that you're good at that. So to me at least, what's important is what you DO with those skills. Not how or why you have them..."

She wondered over how his eyes trailed down to Falchion, and the dark look that passed over his face. Like carrying the blade had more weight to it than just steel and scabbard. But the dark look didn't last long. Chrom glanced back up at her with an amused light flickering in his eyes.

"Plus, you know thunder spells. That gives you a leg up on me?" He laughed a little, and to Robin's surprise her own lips lifted up in return.

"Well, only if I ever get back to using a sword. Lissa's right; I can't take any chances swinging a blade around when my hand is this tender. But... thank you, Chrom."

"Hah, you're welcome. Glad my bluntness works sometimes. But I meant what I said. You're an important part of the Shepherds now." He eased himself back up and held a hand out to help her to her feet.

"And I'm glad of it, too. It's... It's good to have a purpose, instead of being aimless." As she took his hand, Robin wondered over the prince for a moment, and how... stable he was, for lack of a better word. A simple thing in the face of a complicated mess.

Still. He had barged in on her, and she arched an eyebrow over that.

"...Pardon me for asking, but is it normal for you to lurk around doorways?" Her question was rewarded with him snapping his head back and forth.

"No, no! Nothing like that! Actually, I was looking for you. Emm's reached a conclusion on what to do next, and wants you present. We've got a new mission lined up. But first, she and the Hierarch agreed a ceremony should take place."

Chrom stared down at his hands, shaking his head.

"A dragon died barely a day ago. People are getting restless over the knowledge, and Emm thinks an observance would help put them at ease. The Hierarch recalled a ceremony, which should be simple enough for us to partake in."

Robin tilted her head to the side, wondering.

"What exactly is this ceremony?"

"A water cleansing. I had one of those the first time I took up Falchion. It'll likely involve getting doused in water to wash away sins, followed by a ritual bath."

"Ah, thank gods-" she found herself exclaiming. "S-sorry. I'm just thinking I could use one of those. Any chance the water will be hot?"

"I'll try to pull some strings, and see what we can arrange."

-o-o-o-

Chrom rolled his head back and sighed, floating in the pool. Gods, but he'd needed this just as badly as Robin did. The steam soaked into his skin, releasing all his tense muscles one by one. The only thing it didn't solve was the low ache in his shoulder, but even that was reduced to a low background hum.

It had been worth standing through a long, droning ceremony with the others. He'd listened to the Hierarch beseeching Naga to extend her grace back to the protectors of the Halidom, to forgive them for a necessary cruelty.

_'Gods be willing we won't have to face anymore of those.'_ He thought, stretching his arm out and resting it against the lip of the pool. His hair was drying out from where a bucket of cold water had been dumped over him; something to wash away the stain before he was allowed to soak and fully cleanse himself. Frederick had stood up against that with barely a complaint, and Chrom hoped he'd stilled the gasp when the cold shocked him. He _was_ pretty sure that he'd heard at least one yelp from the women's portion, which sounded like it could've belonged to Lissa.

In a few more hours he'd make preparations to go to Ferox. He couldn't blame Emm for the decision; they needed allies, and strong ones, with what they were facing.

_'Risen.'_ He tested the name out. There'd been a handful of other sightings filtering in from the kingdom, courtesy of wide eyed messengers tearing their way into the palace. Emm had listened to them all with concern and patience, before assuring them that reinforcements would come to protect their farms. She'd also offered them a place to sleep in the meantime from a hard journey.

_'Just as well we're all leaving to free up a few more bedrooms, at the rate they're coming in.'_ With a sigh Chrom lifted his head back up. Frederick was gone by now, not willing to linger once the ceremony was done and he'd been pronounced pure and ready to carry out Naga's will. Chrom himself would need to leave the chamber and do the same, soon.

With a slosh of water he stood up and groped for a towel. With everything taken care of, he was reminded of how little sleep he'd gotten the previous night.

_'Check the preparations, dine with the troops, and then sleep- Gods!'_ A jab of pain buried itself in his shoulder and sent Chrom stumbling. His vision swam as he rested a hand on the injury. The pain subsided back into a dull throb, and Chrom forced himself forward.

That hadn't been the first time he'd dealt with a sudden twinge of pain, and he wondered if it would be the last. Even the healing on this wound felt different from others. He scowled and picked his way through the steam, wondering if he should ask Lissa-

"KYAAAAAAAAAAA!" A shriek yanked him out of his thoughts and his eyes up. In a voice that clearly didn't belong to Lissa. He'd taken the wrong passage out of the baths, judging by the steam still cloaking the air. There was someone else still in the other section of the baths, and she lurched out of the water with a splash.

"Oh-" he managed, and it clicked into place who he'd stumbled in on.

"Oh gods!" Was all Chrom managed before Robin gave another shriek. "I-I'm sorry! Gods!"

As far as ceremonies went, this didn't feel auspicious any longer. Chrom had just long enough to think that before charging for the exit of the baths with a soap dish following him on the way out.


End file.
